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The science behind narrative research

• Human beings pick up partial information and fit them 
into pre-existing patterns and narratives

• Information is filtered by the patterns in our brains
• Patterns stem from our direct experience and the stories 

we hear around us 

• Minimal hypothesis
• Expert interpretation is good place to start, but pitfalls
• Meaning is not in the content
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“Dad’s mowing the lawn”





in this people are enjoying the 
ride of an elephant. they are very 

happy and they seems to be 
tourist . i would also like to ride 

on an elephant.
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The population's experience

 
 

The overall objective
Benefits

Law and order

Transport
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So what does this mean?

• Understanding the population = need to understand their 
narratives

• Patterns to see fixed and movable points in belief systems 
– Emergent patterns, not predicted ones

• Facts don’t beat narratives
• No hard and fast way to approach things 

• Probe, Sense, Respond
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three stages

• Collect stories
- with audience’s meaning

• Look for emergent patterns
• Use patterns and narratives to design safe-fail activities

- including monitoring disparate projects using SenseMaker®
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The process

• Ignore the instructions at the top of the forms in front of you
• Which of the following three pictures strikes you?
• Think of the story/fragment that the picture makes you 

think of
• Make a couple of notes of the story
• Then, thinking of that story, fill in the first few triangles
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in this people are enjoying the ride of an elephant. 
they are very happy and they seems to be tourist . i 
would also like to ride on an elephant.





the way these children are play with one another the same way 
the pakistani goverment is playing with the pushtuns of NWFP 
talib is only a name and its a game of the goverment .civilians 
are dying who are neither on the side of the taliban or of the 
goverment . if you want opnion then Islamic laws should be 
implimented in pakistan as soon as possible to run the systam 
of the goverment efficiently and al the terrorism and 
corruption would end in a very short time
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she is in jeans and shirt thats not a good 
dress for women  she seems to be a 
corrupt woman
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this girl in the picture is very prety i would like to marry a girl like this 

this pic shows us a young girl 
smoking which can be the result of 

bad gathering or frustration

this is a girl she is smoking a cigerate and 
she is in jeans and shirt thats not a good 
dress for women  she seems to be a 
corrupt woman
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Whatever makes sense
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analysis

• Meaning-full 
• Emergent (therefore potentially more representative) 
• Spot weak signals (opportunities for change) 
• “impact measure” 
• Easy to decide what to do next
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Celebracion de la Independencia 

Un aniversario mas de nuestra independencia 
se celebro este año, lleno de controversia por la 

inseguridad que esta pasando en nuestro pais, 
como me gustaria que todo volviera a ser como 
antes solia ser, cuando todo estaba mucho mas 

tranquilo, ahora nuestros hijos tendran 
inseguridad a futuro.
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What type of justice is shown in your story?

Deterrence, stop other 
people doing the same

Restorative, reconciling

Get your own back, revenge
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DeterrenceRestorative, 
reconciling

Revenge

2371  stories
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How decisions were made:

Guided by internal analysis

By political 
leadership

Informed by 
local needs

Region 
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Region 
8

Region 
2

Region 
4

Region 
6

Region 
13
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Linked concepts
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Staff are too 
child like & 

pathetic

Staff patronise 
children

Too much to 
see and its 

overwhelming

Not enough to 
keep me 

interested

Rushed from 
place to place 
missed things

Too much time 
in one place

Liverpool museum 
Impact measurement
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Staff are too 
child like & 

pathetic

Staff patronise 
children

Too much to 
see and its 

overwhelming

Not enough to 
keep me 

interested

Rushed from 
place to place 
missed things

Too much time 
in one place

The museum stinks 
I was embarrassed to be there 
We never got to do anything 
Why can’t I have a go? 
We were treated like morons

When were in the insect house I wanted to 
use the models.  Mr Smith kept telling us 
about them but didn’t let us touch them until 
the end and there wasn’t any time.  He can 
play with them anytime and I missed my 
chance because of him, its not fair.

Liverpool museum 
Impact measurement
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The difference between 
complicated and complex

• The complicated solution to a shift towards “too childlike” 
is an all-staff email asking for a more adult approach to 
curating 

• The complex solution to the problem is to talk to Mr Smith 
and say “pass the models out a little earlier”



• If a villager or family member asks you what 
the VWC does, what experience of working 
with individuals, families or communities, what 
example or experience would you share that 
impressed or concerned you?



Project story - text redacted for confidentiality reasons
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More likely 
to be Poor

More likely to 
be WomenMore likely to 

be HCore Poor
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